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N .The'Seeﬁingly Appropriate

? T . g ]

\ { ‘ ’ ‘
’ Abstract ' . ;
- - . ‘ .
. . : t . ‘ L T
A prevalent theory about the cognitive aspect of humor is that most_humorous

stimuli are characterized by 5ncongruity~that is first pegceived and then

resolved.

-~ .

’r lution is not sufficient for constituting a joke,

It is argued here that the combination of incongruity and reso- S

It is' proposed/here that * * .

the resolution should be inadequate‘as well;
. / -

~

in other words, that it is

brought ¥bout by the protagonist's .disregard of an essential piece of infor-

[N

R ; =2 P 'Y
’ mation that is not exp]icitly stated but is typically assumed or inferred

. -

zand that_ actually dlsamblguates the sutuatlon. Thus, the incongruity on]y

appears to be resolved beqeuse the regp]utlon conflicts with valld reasonlng
' N

s

made prevunusly. It is seemingly approprlate but virtually inappropriate: E 4

‘ A‘joke is understood when the listener realizes not only the inconéruity .
A Y < . . i
' or |ts possvb{e resolutlon but also the predlcatlon'of the resolubgon on el
’ overlooked knowledge that seemS‘essentlal for prbper lnterpretaglon.‘ In . :
- i
contrast with the concept of a'Joke, whlch is a category of stimull, funnine;s
- - N - .’
. . is regarded as 3 continuum. ST .
., \1— . . * *
A . "
? -~ ) 3
‘ M , - I3
B ' 4 4 ? 1 -"
v v . 14 4
. ¥ - »
’ - .
L4 ’ + . -
{ - ‘
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“The Seemingly Appropriate but Virtually lnappropriate:d

Notes aboit Characteristics of Jokes

¢
E)

The first problem for the study of humor is what to spudy first. The

S question ''What is funny?' has fa?cQE?ted many generations of éhilosophers

,

and psychologists, but it seems to haver eluded the numerous attempts to

answer it/, probably because judgment of funpiness ;:Evalue-laaen and very

0t
[

much influenced By persopal taste and subjeétive experience. Answering

such a qﬁestion appears about as’-difficult as answering the question ‘What

in a piece of music makes it sound pleasant?ﬂ A less intangible goal of.

s

the psybhélogy of @usic is to.try, instéad, to define the distinctive

properties of music in general, or of a ggrtain genre of music. .~

.

Accordingly, it may be pruagnt to focus

at present on' the relativel%
N ‘ ]

modest\questi92~9f '"What is a joke?'' A joke may not be funny, and yet in

-

- most .cases we would have.no'problem recognizing it as a joke, just as we

. A v
. .

do not fai] to identify a melody as such even when it is unpleasant,
j : 5 P

P ' A .
Thus, $ince for that judgment we cannot totally rely on emotions arolsed
h ] . .

7

by~the stimulus, and since often we cannot fall back on clues from the

sociafl context, there must be something in the joke to tell us that i
\ [} .
i

a joke, some internal characteristics that distinguish the catégory o
.jokes from oth?r categories of verbal stimuli, such as s:tori;as, fa
dialogues, etc, Why' members of this category often elicit Iaubﬁ%er is a
different is;ue. pr they are rated as more or less funny is still andther

-~ -

one. - In this paper | elaborate on the defining features of the stimulus

s

. f
g
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1
category rather than oh the' features that make |ts-members vary in funnlness,
v

or on the tr|gger|ng ‘mechanism of the specuflc reactions they evoke. . 3

What ‘do | mean by the term !oke? A formal descr|pt|on is, of course,

the efd, not the startlng point, but first the obJects to be described must
be isolated ,-One would naturally like to start from a set of stimuli-

* )
accepted by mos t pe0ple as Jokes, and then-find a rule that deflnes the set

( ¢

of lokes. The problem here is that the word !oke ns not very well defined

J:n natural language, and pe0ple mazj?bmettmes d|sagree -as to whether some
v f

stimuli are or” are mot properly calLed ""jokes.! To face this problem, l

» -~

start from a. reStrlcted sense of the category tbat admits just very short

3

stories that are dellbérately constructed to el|c|t laughter or a smile,
g ’

and that would not be better classed as nonsense. | belleve that given-

‘this rough descrlptlon plus a few positive and negatlve examples, people

would be able to, sort Jokes from-nonhumorous stories very rellably, and

~
»~ PR

jokes from other kinds of potent*ally funny st|mul| like nonsense, puns,

[}

’

etc. qU|te reluably
Shoyld we; then, try to look for general propertigg'shared by all such
e

jokes? 1 believe not ’ The nature of such propertles'ls that they are

.

"~

loose and vague enough to be xdentlflable post hoc:not only in jokes but
. 4 o 1
also in many- other stimuli or- S|tuatlons as Wpll Somewhat ironically, a

v

notéble author ‘who tr|ed to'specify such a common denominator has himself

proclaimed it as . . . &f central” importance not only in humour but in
-, LY - . & "

all-domains of’éreative~actLvity“I(Koestler, 1964, p. 32). | found it more
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: . b ' . .
* ‘
¥ 1) , . .
-useful to look for a set of properties that characterizes only jokes, ) v

although not necessarily all of them. [n other words, rather thap looking
For universal symptoms, one may try to iQentify valid symptoms, in the

sense that thelr occurrencg in a given utterance suggests to the ][étener
’ ' . .

- ’

that it is meant as a jbke.‘ Some of those’ properties may turn-out to be
negessary or to characterize other kinds of humor as welig.

| 4
3
<

I's Humor Expiained by Humor Theorjes? . N
i - - : . U

\ 7 .
: .. Theofies of humor may be classified in three major classes: superiority

L3 »

theories, refief theories, and incongru}ty_theories (for detailed reviews, - .

N\ .

see Bobton, 1974; Keith-Spiegel, 1972; McGhee, 1979; Piddington,. 1933/1963).
Theories of ‘the first.tWO classes (e.g., Freud, 1928; Hobbes, 1651; Leacock,

1938; Spencer 1860) ascribe the reaction of humor to emotional, social, or

» »

motivational factors. They may be quite pertinent to explaiﬁing why jokes

-

are amusing. Howéver; if indeed a joke can be iden!ified, or at-jeast ¢

analytically described, sindependently of the psychological state it produces,

then structural aspects of jokes or their processing characteristics must ”
A ’ * Lo

be considgred. The third class of theories attempts to isolate such properfiesf -
’ ' ! - .

. R [

. H - - - . - -~
These theories find in jokes elements of incongruity between -a toncept and a«

stimulus (. . . incongruity between a concept and the real objects . . .Y

.

Schopenhauer, 1819, cited in Piddington, 1933/1963, b. 171), between twé-juxta-

- *
Incongruous parts or circumstances, considered as united

¥ .
=

- .,'" Beattie, 1776, cited in Piddington, p. 167), 6r‘ C.

L]
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between ,two possible interpretations of a stimulus (''. . . events .
N ® - ) < *
capable of being interpreted in.fwo entirely different meanings . . .,V

f“T

s

.-perceiving of a situation‘or idea L in two .

.

self- con5|stent but habltually incompatible frames of reference " Koéstler,

196h p. 35).

]9j ; p. 96. ",

Beréson

-Many ‘of these theories go even further to claim that _ )

\ 1. . ' N SN .
ingongruity ts ty%lcally revealed suddenly through wiolatiop of expectatlo?s N

*

(e.g., '"v . . sudden transformation of strained'expectati?q into ‘nothing,"

Kant, 1790, cited in Piddington, 1933/1963,-p. 168). $ince the comcept of =

- \ X

incongruity emerging from thg union of ‘these views is quite vaga{eé it was
- B ! . .

suggested that its sense be restricted.to the perception of the conflict

between.the expected and the actual ending of a joke, a confliat that

] L™ »

- tfpicelly draws on the existence of an ambiguity in the text ar the'situation

B o .
-(e.g., Nerhardt, 1976; Rothbart, 1976; Shultz, 1976; Suls, 1972), _However, o

since ambiguity exiets in many.nonhuhoroﬁ%xsjfuatfons and surprise aceqmpanies
- o . \

mahy nonhuiorous events, it has been recognized Iately-thai incongruity

and/or surprise in themselves‘are not sufficient A common formulation is

‘ that most humorous stlmull are characéerlzed by ncongrU|tz that is flrst

i

gercelved -and ‘then re olved (e.qg., Shultz, 1976 Suls, |972) The’ resolution

is ", . . a form of problem solvnng to flnﬁ‘aocognuttve rule whlch makes
~
the punchline follow from the main part of the joke and reconciles the
- * .\ .
. lncezgruous parts'' (Suls, 1972, p, 82). : .

Incongruity accompanied, by resolution can presumably be. identified
' ' , P
in many stimuli or situations. The prfg}em is that there'Tay be too many
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.par excellence.

~ . (2) "Was he that §ar away 7" C
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R - ' , . ’ )

s | .. ¢ ~

. ) 4 .

incongruities,
A%

b 4

In other words; not all resjlved incorrgruities are considered
Fo;{j?amp]e, most mystery stortes lead the reader to construét an -

jokes.

. ¥ - “
ructure that later collapses in view of sqme désgonfirmed expec-

[

elabofate

tattons and-is superceded by a new structure that accommodates the informa-
. N & .

LY

tion better.

LN

Yet a mystery story is clearly 'not a joke.

ES

Also, many jokes are based on an incongruity between expectations set
: : Yy, .

up by one interpretation of*a linguistic ambiguf}y aﬁé‘the punchling, phich
. 4 .

follows from another interpretation.’ This is a case of resolved incongruity

H

for eiample, the syntécticalfy ambiguous sentence:

(1) "1 saw the boy wi th gthe binoculars."
““

* Since people mos t often |nterpret an amblguous utterance in one way without

. 4

.

ﬂotncxng "the ambiguity (Foss, Bever, & Silver, 1968) we could generate

-

both percept(on and resolutlgn of incongruity by confrontlng the Ilstener

who selected one, interpretation with the alternate one, For example, if

the listener interpreted the binoculars as a modifier of ''the boy,!" we

could addfthe reply: - '

However ,ythis does not seem to be humorous ; it.would most likely be judged
AY :

: - ( - .
as a natural'discourse ‘that contains some grammatical ambnguify; it would

]
not be more humorous if we did not count on the listener's natural biases,

but rather lead him to interpret the binoculars as a modifier of 'the boy"!

-~
.

in the following way: v ’ .

/ '

»- J—

g

Can this serve as a blueprint for producing jokes? Consider, .

=

1
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* {3) '"What' did you §ee?“

r

'""I saw the girl with the déil‘gné the boy with the b?nqpulars:“
: ~

""Was he that far away?'’ ’ . . . ¥

»
.

So, the combination of incongruity and resolution is not sufficient for
. . . ,
constituting a joke. Is there another ingredient that should be added to

. ’,

the recipe? - . . . 4
) &‘ \

A Proposed Model for Jokes o . o
R L '

-

] propose t?at the resolution should be inadeguate;rin other words,’
that it disregards an essehtial piece of information that actually dis-

ambiguates the situation (at least enough to render the resolution implausible).

Cgnsider, for example;‘thé following. joke: . .

i+

{4) A housewife asked her daughter to go to the butcher to see

if he had pig's feet. The daughter returned Jater and said, -

] 3
.

T"'l couldn't)tell, becau§é tﬁe butcher had his shoes on."

This joke'draws.on'the ambigdity af had. It is.nowher:\made explicit that

»

by saying '"had''"the motheﬁ/meant ”héd fbr sale' rather *than "'had. as part."

However, the word had is only techhica]ly~ambiguous. There are enough clues
»” ’ » '

in the story to convey to most rational and infiormed listeners which sense
. = :

was really meant. The incongruity greated by the daughter's Bizarre expla

t

\ -

A . %
tiﬁE:}dr the failure of her errand is apparently resolved by noticing the 4

alternate interpretation of the mother's request. But actuF1ly the incon-

gru&ty~ju§t appears to be//;solved, because t%g,ﬂrEsolution“ conflicts with

valjd Measoning made previously. In other'wdrds, it is'seeminglj appropriate

but virtually {nappropriate. , .

[
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.

1

The structure of a joke.and‘its processing are skétched‘inwFigure 1,

In every Joke (aq least of the sort benng formal ized hereQ there |s.some .
: .
amblguous element: a word, 3 sentence, a physucal envuronment L3 social

-

» .
Slté%tlon, another persoh’% behavuor, etc.; it is ambiguous in the broad
. - .. \’ .
“ 3
sense of belng technlcally open to more than one |nterpretat|on, The

>

@

structural components of most jokes are-the setting and the punchline..
——— T e N T

.
\d * -

The setting contalns d|samb|guat|on cues that strongly |nd|cate one inter- i
o 5 e C

pretatlon of the amblguous element for any perspn W|th -some assumed state
< .
" of knowledge, That)lnterﬁretétion establishes some range_of’éxpectations

about the punchline, However; ‘the disambiguation~cues'do ndt. preclude

alternatlve interpretations explicitly; the latter are Ju t made :nsensuble %%

r ¢

1;—\Xew ‘of stored gener mnowledge that must be consulted for -the dis-

amblguatlng-potentlal- the cues to come into effect. Thus, although the

expectations s€t about the punchllne are quite firm, they are condltlonal

~
e knowledge assumed to be shared by the l|stener teller, and pro=

a2

tagonlst, The d|sconf|rmat|on of expectatlons in the punchline tells the

listener that the protagonist does not have that knowledge, or does not

4 3

use it tn the same way, or just pretends'so.] Therefore, the latter has

- . . N »
. -

? seleete? an interpretation that would have been ruled out by that imletit

i

“knowledge, but which is completely legitimate when that knowledge rs‘absent

or ignored, As will be demonstrated later, the requlrement that the

A

s, . ) . ’ .
violation of expectations can be blamed on the absence, disuse, or misuge
-

. .
° .

of knowledge is prokably-crucial.. | , - .
\ ' .

[
i . T e e o e o o - -

-

*
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. : - . : . ¢
Now we are |n ‘a poa>r on to explaip our faliure td maguiacfure a JOE?‘ . 7,.
, drawing on the grammatVéai‘amblgulty in 41). It is possible to bias the
. f listener toWards,one syntacticai interp;etatiod\as was dope in (3)g but
, . ‘ : . ‘
we -
" this’ does not make the otHer one liiegltlmate The two interpretations .

are not equally 1 &eix glven what we know‘pbout the way people’ normaiiyJ//

‘e .&
construct senten;es 'butvthey are, nonetheiess, equal ly’ sen5|bie. Thus,
: J
the humorous lmpact of the punchline is not. due to, the surprlse value of
.- . - L
the aiter te |nterpre€§:|on.lt lntroduces, but rather to |ts lnadequacy .- . 1

‘I'f, ‘after’ behg exposed to the alternate |nterpretat|on, the ilstener may

S ) . . ) :
say,‘”Oh I didn*¢ th|nk ofxthat, but it is cieariy a possibility,? he or -
_she wouid presumabiy not cen5|de; wHet ke or she Had heard as a. joke, iet : /,/

. ~ alone flnd |t Funny So, the adequacxbof a respiution is not related to its s

E -~ L]

likelihood, but rather to |ts compat|b|i|ty with aii the knowledge wg?brlng to

-~

mmmemar ey

v ’
. . ‘e

. bear‘on.the settjng: °
‘ -

¢ ts it not more economical, then, just to say that we joke at the

inappropriatezd,{ believe not. True, we often find inappropriate.behavior

N

i _ fiunny,” but we do not consider it a joke., To constitute a3 joke, the -
inappropriate must be offered as a seemingly appropriate resolution to a i
P . . ,

- -

problem or an apparently legitimate interpretation of a situation or an
. ~ /
» utterance, The quite unique and fagriy generai prbperty,of the resoiutlon

in a Joke is that wth/ being clearly |nadequate it ¥s still perfectly--

14 .

adequate when predlcated on interpreting the situationvnth one eye ciosed,

typicaiiy the eye with the broader perspective. The resolution is -compatible

—_— N . .
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with'fost rules of interpretation, yet is pejected by,some high-level .
s 'Q' ‘.‘ R . . o . <
consideration, ' ) O - . .
- )— » < . < ! 7~ B i- . " -
. " Consider, fqr example, the following joke:. . . I
s, (5) How.would you fit ﬁggr elephants” in a YW bug? * TT——

! * Two_in the front seat, and two in the back. - \\\\iF\

+

. . L o ]
N ’ In this joke the soTﬁtfon is apparently legitimate except that it.conflicts,

4 .“ . [} - +
ywith our knowledge about reasonable proportigns. The QVerlogklng,of this ~ -

b
-

v . . type of kno&ledge is often ridibuled-in humor. A behavuor that mechanlcally

¥ * -

follows ruleé/that can ‘be made expl:cut but vuolates requirements that are
‘, s

.. hard to speclfy, like reasonable proportions, is a common motif in nonverbal
. . a »

humor (see ?eroson, 1911). Consider, for example, the clown who cracks a Z/

X . 2.
nut with a sledge-hammer.b‘But note that the dlsregard‘of knowledge - about -
. Ty ~ - ’
.. relative sfze per'se is not as important as the flagrant elusion of the Y
: . . ! kT
assngnmé%t |mpl|ed by the rlddle “like, structure-to solve just that problem.

. Q ' A cartoon showing somebody who actual]y tries ‘to flt four elephahts»ln 3

v
4

' .car would. .have a Completely'alfferent flavqr. Ihe.nalve “sglution" - :

. 2 »

suggested }nythe punchllne is an excel lent illustrgtlon that tge/resolution
S .

of a joke doeg appear apprOprfate in a- sense, and that that innocuous ‘ ‘s

-~ ~
» .

R od
P appearance is created by rgnorlng a mqst essential piece of lnformatlon
’ 4 . . .
which, nonetheless, is dbt expllcltlx‘stated. : . y

- 5 -
v . - ‘ »

' Joke Comprehension N

Fy . s

! « In contrast with the' two-stage model for joke comprehension advocated,

4
. v . -

e.g., py Suls (1972), | propose that understanding a- joke involves‘tpree
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AN

E .e]eifnts. A joke is understood when the Ilstener realuzes not only the
)

incongruity and its possible- resolutlon, but also that the resolutlon

>

3 depends on |gnorxng'know1edge essenttal for proper ;7f%}pretatlon Thusé

- to understand the Jokq the Ilstener has to locate the source of |ncongru1ty
To do this, he or she has to backtrack hi's processing of the settlng anid:
\ -

search for an |mgllc1t assumption that can be relaxéd without conflicting

with expticitly stated information, and whose relaxation suffices for

-

accommodating both the setting and the punchlifie within' a new coherent '
structure, The process of comprehension may be regarded, thus, as a chain~

\ . . . i -
of search, relaxation, and coherence testing applied to rules and assumptions
/

considered as candidates for being the source of incongruity.

. -~

A listener will npot understand a joke if he perceives the.incongruityé;
. |

but falls exther ‘tqg find or to re~evaluate that part of the first |nter-

’

pretation whlch pust be |nterpreted differently fn order that _the sntuation

can behrestructured. Sometines he mazfghderstand it not as intended by

the teller; because the search for sources of incongrﬁity self-terminates.

“ -

before-the intended source is found. Any resolution that satlsfles the

14

»

"conditions that are suffncnent for categorlzlng thg stlmulus as a joke,

funny or not so fgnny, wnll probably Brlng the process of understanding to

[ 3

»

Type .of Knowledge Disregarded

. I
How versatile is the class of jokes described by the proposed model?

To convey to the reader some feeling for its breadth, | present a few
LEN .
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? ‘éxamples crudely classified by the type of Knowledge which is dipregarded
P ] ‘ .

-

to enable resolution. Some of the jokes below are not very funny.. This -

does not matter, | belleve, as Iong as’ tﬂey uneqU|vocaI1y qualify as

.~

/‘k
:beﬂonglng to the category of Jokes ft may even be a virtue, because Mie

1 .
ingredients that serve td make a joke very- funny may sometimes camouf lage

.« v, - the underlying'structure that makes a joke of it in the first place.

s
L]

- Inappropriate Interpretation of Verbal Communlcatlon ' ,
< v N - i . . P 3
- There is a growing recopnition in psychology, linguistics, and computer
- LY ] -~ 3
2t . . L . g . )
ek science that language,cannot be understood without bringing to bear a vast

' ’

vy
amount of knﬁwledge about semantics and pragmatlcs' applylng only lexical

. knowledge and syntax rules srmply will not do in many cases (see Chafe,

[y

|
|

1970; Clark & Clark, 1977, gh 2, 3; Rume]hart 1977; Schank 1973 Searle,
1969; Verbrugge, 1977; Woods, ]975) Many joke$ capltallze on errors of
intenprétation due to such unSOphistieated linguistic reasoning,which

v

appears technically appropriate. . c

Disregard of semantic environment, Semantic cues derived from ctﬁiext -,
rs G "2 ¢ -

-

may affect the selection of one of the possible meanings of an homonym, or

of one of the possible parsings of a sentence, or of one of thé possible

-

resolutions of'ambiguity of reference (see Rumelhart, 1977), Many jokes'

N ‘draw on a semarttically inapprogriate reading of an homonymous or polysemous

*
-—

. word or word sequence, *For example, consider again joke (4), Despite the

-

polysemy of had, its occurrence in the first sehtence is disambiguated/ by

o

the semantic knowledge that.butchers have pig's feet for sale but have

4

person's feet as body Aarts. oo

o




-

the results will be ‘humorous .

et

%

e~
~

Some jokes are based on aagraﬁmatical interpretation that is seman- -

-

by our knowjedge that canyens cannot fly.

4

T 4 £
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fe

LS
2

~

t|cally |mpossible 'For example, consldqr “the fo]lownng home-made jokes,

li

’ 1 which utilize a well-known grammatl al amb:gunty f
; | (6) ""'See these two oId Iad!és on fhe bench, they are eaf{ng
. hid : <
) Qaphies.“. | a'_g? . 9 -
* " ""Are they? -But most of- the apples I've seen.are not  *
£ ’ - that chatty." ;~“¢' sy - )
S The second sentence |mples that the speaker has |nterpreted the flrst
. -
\\ sentence to.mean that persons are apples iﬂhlch is certainly rnapproprlate
Flnally, cons:der the followrng Ji ' o T )
. (]) Bl saw the Grand Canyon flylng to New York,"
] - . _""Dnd it board the p]ane at Les nge;es or San DLego?”
- "+ The amblgu}ty of reference w;th :egard to 'e agent of: fllL_Ji is resolved

lf this :nformatnon is sgnored

>
.
s

N ,theral understanding of metaphors and idioms.

¢ ’ <

" frgm Bergson (1911):

L}

-

A

H

N
<

5

or 1d|omat|cally (see Ortony, Sdhallert Reynolds,ﬁg_Angps €&9§8)

' incongruity in some jokes §Fises becaUSe the protagonist interprets an-
F

A listener can usually

easily*determine whether an utterancg is used Ilterally, metaphorlcally,

The

?\

ﬁ;

- idiomatic utterance in a literal way, asxnn the following examﬂﬁe horrowed

r

o

' it is a risky game.
‘\ “_ » a3

One day f%mﬁﬁﬁn, the‘other\day\zop lose."

(8) "Don't get involved,in the stock market;

"So, 1'11 only buy and:sel1.on evé?y~§§rer day."

=
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2

~ g

One might argue that metaphofic language is in.itself

in@pprobrlate

in a way, because it dlsregards some propertles aSSOC|ated w1th the literal

+

‘ sense. Indeed, some readers of preVIous versions of this arttcle used .

-

d * e . . -
this argument to comtend that inappropriately resolved incongruities are

£

-

Bis as ‘Tégitimate gpd normal in speech and writing as literal language is

[

not unique té fokes, since (they characterize metaphors- as well.

My view is -

that tHe premise unge;]ying this argument is false. Figurgtiye language

’

N ’

and there are some indications that both are processed in basically the

metaphorical statements “or idioms is part of the cognﬁtlve armamentarlum

A

of ev

J

Y Intelflgent pesson,

A
%,

N

‘same way (see Ortony et al., 1978).
‘4

-

‘Hence, knqwledge of how to Interpret -

lt is the fa&lure to use this knowltdge that

-~

is inappropriate, since it may be Hiagnostie of some deficiency in Tingui;tfc

skills.

Disregard of pragmatic knowledge.

-

i
s

A lot of informa¥loe that is not - .

stated jn a text is completed on the basi$ of nonlinguistic pragmatic

-
L

knowledge retrieved from&hemory. 'gnoring that.knoQ]edge may produce mis~- \,

judgment of intentions (jokes 9,
percéived social. hierarchy (joke 12), etg.. .

(9) A man eating in a restaurant sudden!y Jumped up and

«

~< .
10), of exptcted emotions (joke 11), of

o
¥ : ) >,

Y

complalned to the walter, “Look what | found in my soup?t

A sock!"

The waiter’replied,

“And'whet did you expect

to get f{br y‘our two bucks? Asilk scér("

-

- ¥

. T N
& / . ’ '
'3 4 , .
5 . } 4 e . 4
.

#
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(10) A man fell lntoifhg river aﬁd started waviﬁg his hands

—

- . ‘and shouting:

""Help!

| don't know how to swim,

Help!

Another man passed by and )

| don't know 2gy¢%o swim."

said to him:

-

"Listen, buddy, | don't know how to swim,

iz

either, but l.don't maKe such a big deal out of it.'

(11) “Sir Chesterfield, |_am. sorry to tell you that your

_—

o wife ran away wi?ﬁ your chauffeur." . _ ; . (

“Never mind, fellow, | know how to drive."

-

Tlﬁ)‘td his-youLh Osear'Wi]de was poor but had a developed

sense of self-respect. ‘He was once Interviewed by a .
- .
nobleman who looked for a tutor for his son. The ‘

nobleman, was inc]ined to hire him but asked:
LY

the famlly?”

IS
b

3

©

~

%
IS

"As for meaQs ‘ﬂf WPIde do you expect to eat with

%-

“That " sa?ﬁ W|Ide calmly, ”Just depends on the taple

./f"

manners of the members of your famLIy "

In each of these examﬁres the 3ett|ng.provides sufficient contextual

infonhatlon to suggest aI?chema that would make a“particular phraSe . Eb

~
but the punch]ine shows that that phrase is, |n fact, amb!guous

-y

uneqU|vo;aI

i t%at contextudl knowledgq is dlsfegarded o

> . .
g&spectal‘type of pragmatle knowledge is embodied in rules for inferring
intentions from meanlng Grice (1975) poirted out that knowledge about
{L)_ "?"m . \ .

onvértions of verbal communjcation provides a lot of information about the
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‘ ¥ . ]6
. L . J .

intended meaning of a message tha& is not indicated by semantics and syntax.
‘. -

For example, the\quéstion . , ‘

(13) Could you tell me the time?

is not taken literally ,because e;\Eome implicit assumption about the speaker's
R « L 4 .
intent. The discovery that-a pers%P_bas not made this assumptlon (for

example, if he replies, "l suppose I\Eeuld”)—regtructures the question in a

+

way that is techéically legitimate bu%rpractically inadequate, Hence, Eych

a reply would sound humorous. *

i 7/

Consider now where-, when-,‘orﬁhhz-questions. The amount of in%ormation
sought i's not spegified but rather inferred by the Iistenen from his model

- of the speaker's intent (Norman,‘1973}. For example, it was poEnted out by

-

. 7 .
Rumelhart (Note 1) that the appropriate amoudt of specification of location

information is one level below the smallest'geographical.un{t at which both
. -«

the p?ace in questlon and the conversants are Iocated A cooperative ’

quantity, appears hqmorou5» ,

(14) Te?,scehef New Yé}k City; Flfth Avenue ‘at 30th St. N ,AZ o

A tourist asks a bby who ]ooks localite:
“Nhere is the Emplre‘State Building?V
% The» boy answers

"In America," < " -
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~F

bne,more TIIJstratjon of the humerous effect off an interpretation
. > ) ) ‘ 2
compatible with one”technidélly legitimate sense but incompatible with

» -

L

inferred intended mesning is presented, below: ’ -

-
0

(15)"A journalist asked Wimston Churchill about “his opknion -

~

on-the prediction that in the yeaf_ZQOO the Qomen will~

. ’ 4

rule the world. ,

Churchill answered: “Stillg”

v

Grice's ma;ié\Pf quantity prgscr}bes that had the ‘journalist thought

that women ruled the world ag the time, he should have himself inserted”
. * . ! . .
the word still before the word rule. Churchill's pretended igmorance of

thaf,maxim is unexpected and funny. The fact that it is pretended and

(
that it subtly conveys Churchill's opinion about women makes it witty as

. N ’ ’ . '
. well, 7 - <
™ 4 * *
N .

¥ ' . ¢

Idappropriate. Interpretation of a Sktuation : .

4.

Up tO'noQ I have examined jokes tggt draw én,éq unexpected and

-

1

inapprepriate interpretation of a verbal message. Other jokes des¢ribe
) verbal or nohverbal behavior or a solution to a problem that disregards

- -

i a? e .
an essential aspect of the sitdation: The setting leads,the listener to"

-
N

expect some sort of behavior or solution on the basis of a genérally

accepted interpretation of the situdtion. Those expectations are never-

s

theless disconfirmed in the punchline because the way ‘tn which the pro-

tagonist interprets the situation, gnd acéBr?Thgly, the manner by which.he

¢

, responds to. jt are a ''near miss' (Winston, i973); namely, it is.appropriate

Al
y . . ¢

-

LTS

r

S | 20
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- 5 .
in many regards except for one that.is essential, Constider
’ ‘ .

3

, for example,

the insensitivity to proportions exhibited by the solution offergh to the

B -~

question posed in jok& (5). ¥ ‘ L
y Another implicit but essential bit of knowledge often agﬁbred

by proéggonlsts of jokes is the appropriateness of behavror uﬁéé?’var&ous

3

conditions, as illustrated in the following examples: 7

(16)‘A miser fell off the roof of his three-story house.
. . -~ . ’ )
On'his way down he pdssed the kitchen window where his

) *

wife was fixing dinner, and shouted to her:  ‘Make it

one persqn Jess!!

N -
- -

I3

(17) The scene: An operafiﬁg room, in the middle of open-\

“heart surgery. The surgeon asked a nurse for a
}

scalpel. The nurse put her hand behind her back and

'said, “Gugsé which hand." )

°
N -

The miser in joke (16) continues to exhibit behavior no longer funtjonal 1

v 2

even from his point of view. Similarly, the behavior of the nurse in

* joke (17) would look just exuberant in other circumstances. We rightfully

infer that Bosh the miser and "the hurse have misinterpreted the situations.

/
. Dis;ugsion
( B3
What !naggregﬁiate Does HNot- Mean # “

.

One might wonder: whether ins@ppropriate is not just another name for
ppropriate Jus

» incpngruous. It is true that the presentTy loose manner in which the term
- . ¥ B

. E
incongruity is used permits this understanding of it as well., However, to

’
L} -
Y

v

ol
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/
A
be of any use! a éh@entiffé term, vague as it may be, must.not be ambiguous.,
‘ ’ ’ » ! hd
. ”~ 1
I maintain that in the sense in which it is typically used, incongruity is
T . .

viewed as ‘'a confligt be tween what is e*pected,éﬁd what aciuql]y-bcé;rs in

the joke' .(Shultz, 1976, p. 12) that " . . ., disappears . .‘:fwhen the

p?;tern.is seen to be meaningful ptrcbmpatiblé fn a previously overlookedl
\wéy” (McGhee, 1979, p-: 2)13 In other words, the incongruous parts are seen

to be reconcileé (see the quptation above from Suls, 1972) by the, resolution,
V'R(obabjy because it has nét been generally frealized ;hat the incongruity .

in a joke cannot be sé]ely ddé to the existence of ‘two interp?eiations, one

of which is‘less expegted; but rather to the fact that the least expected

- * - M
" interpretation is also insensible. Hence, incongruity disappears only on

thelsyrféce, lt l§ actuéﬂly not reconcilanf,-glcause the resblution is

inappropriate, While incongruity>is a psycho!ggicab!state that occur; in,
many situ%tioné,'iﬁe recognition tﬁa:&it'result;”fram some inappropriate
interpretation is-cha;actefistié‘only’of j6ke§. . /

\ Rothba¥t ani Pien (1377) suggest tha;lfome jokes are characterized by

. -
se - £

‘ . . - - ’ .

an incomplete resolution that *. ., , intrdduces a new element of Incongruity
- ” 5 -'

« « 2" that leaves the situation impossible. Rothbart and Pien seem to

0

f
ol . S : . L ' .
regard thef:gﬁﬁTglgg tncongruity’as an extra spice that is not essential ,

for the humorous impact. This is clearly true if the imp‘ssibility of the

siiuation‘iz taken as a criterion; for. example, most of the jokes in this

. . ’ . 1y -
paper depict quite possible, afbeit not very plausible, situations.
§ . . v

-~ [ .
more, ihcompleteness per se oftén characterizes attempts 'to prod

»
. -

v .

A}
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. «

that do not quite make it, butfrathe[ resulf in some kind of nonsen!e, for
examplé, if in joke (9) the waiter had replied, ''Yeah?! | had expected it
to be a hat." As étated earlfer,)vithin thg class of funny stimuli ) the

A -

unique property of jokes is’that the inappropriateness contained in 'them |

is disguised by a seemfngly’appropriate surface appeérance. Thet is; their

- [y

resolutlon must make perfect sense |f one oP two assumptlons are re] xed

-

Thls seems like a good place to warn against conceivable overgeneral-

> A
iza;xﬁﬁ/ef‘the term |nappropr|ateness as used in.this eontext\ Why is it'

§ that we do not consider as humorous any vnolatlon of somethanwe know

abopt the world? - For example, simply teflling about an impossible event, -~
‘ ' (N ‘ . ’ - ‘
such as an animal that is talking, clearly cannot constitute the punchline

.«

of a joke. The reason is that even &houéhithe expectatioqévof the listener
. derived from hisﬂhr her world knowledge}are.disconfirmed, he or she cannot

ascribe it to;misinterpretation‘due to lack of that knowledge on the part:
of anybody else. The telle?lhqst be lying or telling about;éh event in an

imagindry Worfd: Either way, the teller is awaré of the same knowledge as

the Tistener is, and the protagcniets seem to obey the laws of the hypothetical
world in which they reside.. |f they do not, that can-be a good subject'fot

P —_— .
joklng, as in the following joke:

-

£

&S (38)(A hocse bought a‘ ticket for the. theatre. As he entered r/,/
. ~ the hall, he sgddhé?; burst into laughter,
» " Uyhat is so funny, horse?"
~/ “See'who's sitting in the ff::t row: A eonkey!” .- -
B . — ’ .
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The essential role of the priieqce of some misinterpretation is

~

- " .

“exemplified by the following story, originally suggested as a counter-

example by a person who read a previous-version of ‘this article. o
' .

L v,

(19) Jack put a pencil in his pocket, but becayse it had

g

a hole in it, it fell out. He picked his pocket up - #
7 . i . - . . o .
. and.took it to his tailor. - | o t
MHere, contéxt combined with world knowledge sugg that the referent

. 0

* & . i - . e
of the last it in the first sentence is the pencil. ‘We are surprised

to find out that despite these considerations, it actually refers to

tHe. pocket. Why is (19) not considered a ioke?' The answer is that we are‘-

not introduced to any protagonist who misihterpret a situation or an LT

utterance. The teller tells us about an unlikely (albeit not fmposs?ble)

. L . . ¢, 5 \ i3
event, and we are invited to take it seriously despite two flagrant violations

of .rules of cogperative communication that lead our expectations astray.
It might be differént‘iflg protagonist misint preted a proper communication

| s - . . v :
as if it were phrased 'in violation of those rules,~as in the following ‘example:

.7 ‘\ .
(20) "Bill, perhaps you cap’ help me. Y;éterdax when | left your -

officez | put péhci] in my pocket, but because‘it-bad a
v hole 3n:Ft, it fell out. Did yqé happenito find it?" -
E Sorry, 1 haQe not fohnd any pockétb“ ‘ . -
- .
What Essential Means 3 ) ) . - ’ - -

. - [}
Another issue is -whether there ¥re any constraints on the type of ;

=3 : ¢ -

knowledge thét is disregardéﬁ‘téhenablg the ‘resolution, and if there are, ,

[y
’

~
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what are they?

1

What does essential mean? First,
ooseprial g

than episodic (see Tulving: 1972),

¢

o

it means that knowiedge

‘.The Seeminix

-

-

\ ApprOpEiate '
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.

§ generic-rather

-

-

It was stated ‘earlier that that knowledge should be essential.-’

Secoud it is seldom of sugh a low ievei,.

that its absence wouid preclude any lnterpretationlwhatsoever (say, knowiedge

>

7

«

Fl

“of a rule’ of4g;ammar). otherwnsa the. resolution would be imppssible:

)

Also,

€

it is often knowledgg that heips to resolve amblgurty at.a i

2
hence,

-

for granted that we usually do not even realize that we use it; it

rt cannot be a very low-level knowledge.

‘-\.

Third, it

ower level;

A

is the

is“often.so taken

» ~ - L] . ‘ [
kitnd of thing a programmer of a cognitive simulation tends to overlook in

his first program, Finally, it is the sort of /knowledge that the listener

would be very ashamed not to have. In other %ords; lacking it would make .

him’éilly rather than just uninformed or iébrqdent: We §eidom~joke at the

* the, présence of such propeities can be diagnosed qfite reliably.

ignorance of the fact that Hebrew is a Semitic language, or at a failure
. M » -

to” take into account the possibility that it might be raining shortly.
*

We

A

woyld more readliy joke at, say,'the violation of one .of Grice's (1975) maleS

”

of cooperative communncatlon, as in joke fyS)

»

These properties do not constitute a formal definition of the meaning

.

- -
.

of essential because they are vague in themselves. owever, | believe that

Thus ,
although the theory proposed here does not dispel vagueness, Pt,rfestricts

its locus. ' . ’

~
‘

Can we hope ever to specify an objective meaning of essential? Note,

that not every, listener is equally sénsitibeJt; the same points, Some

“ v

listeners lack the knowledge that ‘makes the~resoiqtion ridiculous.

Their

s
i

i -
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hiigh-level knowledge is presumabiy'fhe ldﬁer-level,know]edge of other
' . y . .

t . . <
listeners. .That explaips why hqurousness is subjective. A’joke should

S

N

be tuned to the §6phistic§fion or cultural biases‘pf‘the’lisﬁfner's systém
;fjreprésentation and Rrocessipq.l - : K . ;" - e v
~ The Issue of Sufficiéhbyﬁ . oo ) Lt .
Do the cly acteristics outlined here cdnst?thte a ré;@pqgfgég is
. - . R
- 5uff}éient or‘producingAstimuli intended s 5okes? These cﬁ%ﬁé%?eristics )
: . —_

will certainly fail the most stringent test of suffiqiency, ‘the generation

’

-oé funny jokes: That-may be difficult not only because of probiems of. |

— o~

retrieval %nvqlvgd in any creatixs\iit, but also because of a simple but ‘

A}

- - ™ R B
of ten overloo&pd fact:” Funniness qualifies to a varigble\éegree the members
of the categery of joﬁes. -“Thus, funniness In, itself is a confinuUm,-dot

-
-

- "a category. Many factors, none of which is either a necessaryror a sufficient

!

~ . ! 3\ . .
gondition in itself, may contribute to the tT?unt of funniness, independently
; : -

or interactively. Those numerous determifiants of funniness may be called
L ;- ’ . .

3 H
S o e .

' intensify?ng,facto?s because they-amplify an embryo of funniness ingrained

R A - bl

{ -
s In whatever belongs to the category of jokes. .Such factors.were proposed

-

by ma;y discussions of humor, Among them one may think of involvement of

emof}onally arousing cues, relief of tension, proper timing, high familiarity
- N 3
- B ’ A}

with and high relevance of the reason for misinterpreétation on theg part of

. the prétagonist,\and many others. To construct a theory of how they build

up a comic effect or even just to.compile a moderately exhaustive list of

them ". ., . may be a task as delicate as analysing the chemical composition

N
]

\1

. mw;“
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of a'perfume . & " (KoeStler, PShh p. 61). Hence, this paper focuses ‘

»
.Just on the defining featyres of the stimulhs-tategqry. 5ealing with-the

-

W

-

s _distinctive featdFas that make§t§hmmbers differ in funniness falls beyond,

I . "y e ’ ’ -
its scope. L . <7 ’

r

- . R : t, . 4
~ * i
P y

' Are we re!!f} then, to devise an algor{thm that produces only jokes,

‘ funpy-or unfunny as the case may be? : The theory proposed in this article

suggests that a short story can be” transformed into a joke in the fblloqing
B ' ' > . ) ! .

/way:4 One would have to refmpve the ending of the story, isolate the generic

knowledge that must be.uged'by the protagonist to disambiguate parts of
. ’ Y . - ) ¢ by .
the text that are techmically open to more ‘than one interpgptation, disreggrd

- -~

.

. ’

sone piece of such inforgation that is essential, and thdn create an ending .

. that tells about an actionver n utz%rance of the protagonist that is com-

\tf . patible with, the-reét 6f the in i ’

tion, explitcit as.well as implititﬁ

+

_While most parts Qf this procedure are fairly well defined, the major

sy b4

stumbling block is clearly the absence-of a farmal definitioh of the attribute

, >

. ['4 -
(" essentral. i

Hence, a generation procedure cannot be constructed without
. . h 2 * .
affixing to it a clinical judgment of ""essentiality.! " °

’ * °

! Cah a\procedure for prodheing.jokes‘?eal1y work with the aid ef thia

] t%

sthlt? Constder the follownng illustration dlalogue.
N 1 \ . - rd
' (21) The father te}d his daughter. "Minnie Mouse put ‘her

K

o1 trust in Bugs Bunny‘s boat, but there was a crack in
7 . \.,. , .
* .the boat so -in the middle oF the river it sank." o <
The Déugher cried' “Podr MPnn et égg 6 . : v '

. - ) RS
= ¢ -
A e e .

o
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The situation, as well as the discourse, are not unreglistiq or

N .

unreasonable. Now supéose the last word, Minnie, is removed. People who

“ - ’ . - 5 ’ !
‘employ their linguistic apparatus properly and who consult their knowledge = ¢
. i _ - ‘ o - :
of the world would probably complete thapmissing word as.it appears in the
originat. Howavér, people who act on the asgﬁmption that the\§ﬁzﬂ.trust
4 .

* means some kind of animate object will probably insert it as-"the subject

-of the aaughter‘s exclamation. By so doing, they naively produce a diaiojué
. —_ ,

A .

that is ]ikely to be perce}ved as a joke by other people wﬁb know the real =«

meaning of the word trust. This demonstration shows that when a response

. 4 - \ .
.to an utterance takes into account alderelevant knowledge save one essential
“ N
. piecey the dialogue may be perceived as a joke. .

U - . )
. " How Tikely is this’ procedure to produce a joke? Unfortuynately, not

very likely. One reason ‘s quife simple, ,This procedure focuses on the

. harrated text propef, and furthermore, just on its semal!ﬁﬁ%, .Yet the human

°
»

*mind may pick and utilize many other cues.as well, For example, it is
common wisdom fn psychology that theiperception of a given stimulus or
. . / Lo . . R . | =
the mental state it evokes are aijggted not only by its own internal
“ ' (3% : ‘

‘properties but also-by how the pefgei&envis set to view it, The listener
v rl ‘
can often anticlpate a joke beca&sé of some exp]jcit'p?epaTatory cyes such
. * N 4 k

- )
! -

as the Introductory question, “Hgard'this one?' or more subtle ones such
. - € @
* " » 4
«as the expression on the face of the teller, Even jn the absence of external

cues,- the. listener may be relying on structural or stylistic. features of

. -

/,/h the text itself, .ﬁor‘example, a joke is usually self-contained; it seldom

s i

- ¢

—w - g T -
B
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e . )
makes reflerence to ch facters that. are part of the context in which it is

presented. The pr
’

economical In terms of words.

) £
entation of events in a joke is fapid,f‘hmediate,'and

Jokes. often resort to characteristic openings

. L}

the listefier to treat itras a joke, namely, to look for an inappropriate

»

resolufion of a forthcoming inqpngruity.

aye neither necessary nor suffgeient.

They might even sbmetimes bias

istener to judge a'nonjoke as a joke. However, it is clear that they

Morgbver,

I propose that they serve

¢

as signals rather than ds:defining properties. Their absence may sometimes

-
. . '.t .
.cause the listener to miss a joke, but their presence in any number or
. . + &
amount cannot substitute for a lack of the esserice of a joke, which is an
/ . v Y . . )
inappropriately resplved incongruity, A listener who hears a story that

misses an {Aappropriately resolved incongruity, but that is anticipated

»

¢
¢

or introduced as a joke, will probably feel deceived.4 This could happen

facilitates the
\ e

. , J
induces the processing system to fi
p A Y

because a sigpal iscovery of defining features and even
d them in otherwise ambiguous stimulus

constituents, yet it cannot replace \them.
A more basic problem with this joke procedure is its tacit assumption .
that |napproprnagg/,nterpretatlon will be reflected |n behavior that is

lncongruous urfﬁ'expectations. Not every failure I% understandfng brlngs

about a response that reveals it. For example, one may{mistnterpret trust

~
&

,in (21) to be some Kind of&?nimate object and still utter completely

7 | " -

.
.

-

T
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~ context-cempatible. phrases, such\ez\::fbg bunnyln or Y"And what happened )

then?'! etc. Such phrases ara'clearly undlagnostlc of m:sunderstandlngs.

- ’

Even @ore problemat}c is the appllcatlgp qf this procedure to any.
4 .

. )

haphazardﬁy selected_storfaqf dialogue. It is often surprisingly difficult
oo 9 ) E
to systematically uncover hidden assumption3 aﬁd;tacit knowledge -that

people employ, during compréhension., Once we do, we figure that much of J
-that knaﬁjedgé doas not fall uﬁdz;'the.headzng essential. But perhaps T
- the most setrious problem is that absence of knowledge may take many forms,

- and most often several of them may lead to the same outcome. In, this case'

- + -

the incongruity- created egy not’ be resolvable, because its source may not
Ao % N B
be traceable. For example If the liﬂ%{e girl in (21) said, 'How could |

it ever get to the dedIe of tha rlver?“ the Ilstener may have a hard time

° L -~

finding out that she §aj§s it because she thought a boat was a sort of an

- automobile. Thus, to be cons.dered inappropriate, the resolution has to
- B " 5 - )
be found in the first place. In other words, there must'be a way to-infer

3 . N .

from the punchline what knhwledge was missed or disregarded. Hence, the

main obstacle, for the generation of jokes sé?ms ironically not to be any -
. + . AL ..

g, property which hnique]y }ypifies jokes. “It’is rather the more general T

L, difficulty to compose.a §toh§ in which a hidden causeéfip/ﬁe’:%liably ' .

recovered from its effect, Thé humorous totich is added when that cause is .

-
0

a disregard of an essential plece of knowledge' - k
3 Ihus, an elgprlthm for joke generation%{s probably far ahead of us, ‘

.

but perhaps not because we are short of specifying a sufficient formula

*
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for a joke. The formui{a may‘be: quite simple, yet it $till takes a human

. B

—  brain to combine the: elements . L o .
“ . . . , , - M
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. . "Footnotes ) , :
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.. A . S
This pfper has* evolved out of many fruiltful talks | had with Jim

Levin. | am indebted to stimulating ideas and he'lpful comménts contribuféd_

by him, as well as to comments made by Ofra Nevo, Benny Shanon, and
/ ) .
Joseph Shimron.

=

Vllln some cases the protagonist may be hidden, and his or her part
3 4 , .
may be acted by, the teller. For example, in joke (5) the teller provides
| ) . ‘ i .
1 r 4
the answer -that an imaginary protagonist.wjth no feeling for reasopable
" « -, .-’ 3 E i

proportions would have given.
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- " Figure Caption ’

+
«
*
.

Figure 1. An outline of the structure of jokes and joke processing.
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y disambiguation
cues

t (ambiguous
element

~

L4

LISTENER'S

MEMORY
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generfc’

knowledge
//// y
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4

. for

e
INTERPRETATION
I -

[
.

INTERPRETATTON

:

' .
iéads‘to LISTENER'S PROCESS.ING

N\ Interpretation | is selected

4 But ]
o ufﬂgLe Protagonist selected,
Interpretation 4\, which 1s&
incompatible with the dis-

) 3 ‘ambigtation cues ‘and generic
) knowledge
, Hence o 4 Coee
Protagonist does not .
© possess the relevant -

knowledge
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